University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

10-11-1996

Few Results at Second Meeting of Latin American
Military Leaders
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Few Results at Second Meeting of Latin American Military Leaders." (1996). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/
notisur/12273

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 55492
ISSN: 1060-4189

Few Results at Second Meeting of Latin American Military
Leaders
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Region
Published: 1996-10-11
Defense Ministers from Latin America held their second annual conference in the Argentine resort
city of Bariloche, 1,700 km southwest of Buenos Aires, Oct. 7-9, to discuss regional military issues.
The meeting ended with no major decisions, other than to meet again in 1998. The final document
stressed the participants' commitment to democracy and to fostering better cooperation among their
armed forces. This second meeting came as actions by armed insurgencies have escalated, especially
in Colombia and Mexico. It also came as the US Defense Department and arms manufacturers
are proposing lifting the US ban on sales of high-tech weapons to Latin America, a possibility
that has some Latin American countries worried. However, problems related to drug trafficking
overshadowed most other issues. The Bariloche meeting followed the first hemispheric defense
ministers' meeting, held in Williamsburg, Virginia, in July 1995 (see NotiSur, 08/04/95).
All Latin American and Caribbean countries, with the exception of Cuba, were invited. Haiti and
Guyana did not attend, and Mexico participated as an observer. The meeting bore many similarities
to the Williamsburg gathering. On the agenda at both meetings were increased cooperation among
the region's military, their changing role in the regional democracies, the proposed use of military
to combat drug trafficking, military expenditures, and the possible creation of a Latin American
multinational force.
The Declaration of San Carlos de Bariloche called for transparency in military expenditures
and increased cooperation in security matters, while emphasizing the sovereignty of individual
countries. The declaration said that "representative democracy is the foundation of continental
security." It "took note" of various proposals that were presented during the meeting, although none
was adopted because of lack of agreement among the participants. Some proposals were left in the
hands of the working committees, while others, such as Panama's proposal to create a center to fight
drug trafficking, were rejected outright.
As in Williamsburg, US Defense Secretary William Perry attended the Bariloche meeting. Perry's
remarks to the plenary captured the ambiguity of US policy, which is caught between a desire to
increase arms sales to meet "genuine necessities for modernization in the region," and, at the same
time, a recognition of the need for certain "limitations" to "avoid at all costs stimulating an arms
race" in the hemisphere.
Military expenditures were an important item on the agenda, and the US has a significant stake in
weapons sales in Latin America. US sales of advanced weaponry to Latin America were restricted
during the mid-1970s when most of the region was ruled by dictators. However, some in the US
and in Latin America have called for lifting the restriction. Many countries say they need to update
weaponry and replace obsolete or worn-out equipment.
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On the other hand, several countries have greatly reduced their military budgets and warn that such
a move could unleash a new arms race in Latin America, with scarce resources rechannelled into
arms purchases when they are badly needed for social programs.
Perry said the best way to avoid such problems was to have total transparency within the region
regarding any proposed arms purchases. "Every American country has the sovereign right to decide
about their budget, although it is necessary that they openly inform each other about acquisitions
of arms," said Perry, who also indicated that the US was not prepared to lift the ban at this time,
but would deal with requests for arms on a case-by- case basis. "We do not see these countries as
threats to each other and they do not see themselves as threats to each other," Perry said. "Now we
have 34 democratic nations, and border disputes are becoming a thing of the past. Because of that
fundamental change in circumstances, we believe it is appropriate to re-examine policy."
According to some sources, part of the reluctance to lift the ban outright results from differences
between the Department of Defense and the State Department regarding Latin American arms
sales. Again in Bariloche as in Williamsburg, Perry failed to persuade the participants to support a
US proposal to create a multinational force to fight drug trafficking. While Perry did not present a
formal proposal for a multilateral force, the idea was raised in various informal bilateral meetings,
according to participants. However, it received little support, with many delegates stressing the
importance of autonomy in each country's fight against illegal drug trafficking.
Uruguay's defense minister, Raul Iturria, said his country was opposed to any multinational force,
although it favors an exchange of information and cooperation among the armed forces of the
region. "Each country is responsible for its own defense and has the right to generate its own
doctrine," said Iturria. Argentine Defense Minister Jorge Dominguez said his country agreed with
Mexico, which also opposed any joint operations. Mexico's representative at the meeting, the
undersecretary for multilateral affairs of the Foreign Ministry, Sergio Gonzalez Galves, said that
"under no circumstances" would Mexico support the creation of a multinational force, because "it
violates the principle of self-determination."
However, drug trafficking was a serious concern to all participants, even though major differences in
how to respond were evident between the US and its Latin American neighbors. The US continues
to focus on stopping the flow northward, while Latin Americans insist more must be done to
decrease the demand. In September, US President Bill Clinton's administration announced it would
send US$75 million in military aid to Colombia, Peru, Venezuela, and seven Caribbean nations for
fighting drug trafficking. The money is evidently part of US$100 million in military aid that, on Sept.
24, Clinton told the UN General Assembly he would make available to help South America and the
Caribbean "stamp out drugs at the source." Another US proposal to combat drug trafficking also
met with little success.
Perry was unable to win support for the creation of an "Inter-American Center for Defense Studies,"
to be housed in and funded by the US. The center would educate and train civilians in defense
matters, and it would be directed by a board made up of seven Latin Americans and five people
from the US. "It will seek to foster cadres of civilians with expertise in security, defense, and military
matters," Perry said, adding that it would strengthen civilian control over defense establishments
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in a region where until recently military rule was the norm. The final document of the conference
"acknowledged" the US proposal, but fell short of supporting the training center. Many Latin
American nations, including Argentina, Brazil, and Chile, said they preferred an institution that
would be linked to the Organization of American States (OAS).
Several Latin American delegates expressed concern that the US is pushing military involvement in
the drug war, and see creation of a new training center as linked to that effort. In addition, the US
proposal came close on the heels of CIA revelations that the School of the Americas, located at Ft.
Benning, Georgia, trained Latin American officers and enlisted personnel in torture and killing. The
CIA admission increased doubts about the advisability of another US-run school. Perry said past
abuses by the School of the Americas were "unacceptable," and said a thorough investigation was
being conducted.
A Panamanian proposal relating to drug interdiction also received a chilly reception. The plan called
for setting up an international center at Howard Air Force Base to coordinate information on drug
trafficking and money laundering as well as to provide air-traffic surveillance and training for drugenforcement personnel. Although Panama proposed the center, most participants saw it as a US
initiative. Many Latin Americans are worried that the US wants to set up surveillance centers such
as the one proposed by Panama throughout Latin America. In recent years, the White House has
expressed considerable interest in establishing strict control over air traffic in the Southern Cone
countries, especially an extensive area covering northern Argentina, Paraguay, Bolivia, and southern
Peru.
The Panamanian proposal was first presented at the Rio Group summit in Cochabamba, Bolivia,
last September by President Ernesto Perez Balladares. However, the heads of state decided to
present it separately at the defense ministers' meeting, causing US frustration. Two weeks ago, Gen.
Wesley Clark, head of the US Southern Command, said that the Rio Group nations "must decide
how serious they consider the drug-trafficking threat and how they are going to work to attack it."
However, Balladares insisted that the proposal was strictly a Panamanian initiative and that the US
was not behind it. "To try to read more into the proposal is really absurd," said Balladares. "And it
prevents us from the possibility of winning this fight against drug trafficking."
Meanwhile, as the region's armed forces try to hang onto funding and redefine their role in
democratic societies, many former military are finding work in the private sector. This increasing
"privatization" of security forces is a growing concern in Latin America, where private security
forces are becoming more powerful and better armed than many state law-enforcement entities.
"There is a march toward a dual society, with two speeds, extremely polarized, which can be seen
in the rise of a new sector: the private security organizations," said Argentine investigator Eduardo
Kreimermann. "The phenomenon has acquired a growing importance because it is happening at the
same time that the state is becoming poorer, forcing its security personnel to find work in the same
area, but in private organizations."
These private security agencies are attracting growing numbers of discharged military or laid-off
or out-of-work members of intelligence services of former dictatorships. In Montevideo, at least
130 private security agencies exist and they employ between 5,000 and 7,500 people. The sector is
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estimated to be growing at a rate of 20% a year. In Brazil, an estimated 70,000 people are employed
in the private security sector just in Rio de Janeiro, twice the number of State Military Police (Policia
Militar). In the province of Buenos Aires, in Argentina, hundreds of private security agencies have
sprung up, increasing 500% in the past decade. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 09/28/96; Notimex,
10/07/96; Agence France-Presse, 10/01/96, 10/09/96; Spanish news service EFE, 10/03/96, 10/04/96,
10/06-09/96; Reuter, 10/07-09/96; Associated Press, 10/09/96; Clarin (Buenos Aires), 10/10/96]

-- End --
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